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l
KYBURZ, CA 95720, USA
Martin Hochstrasser 1
Lake Tahoe is situated in the California Sierra Nevada on the border of the state of
Nevada. One who travels from here over the gently descending Western slope of the
mountain range to the California capital Sacramento or further to San Francisco, will choose
US highway 50. After a few dozen kilometers drive through mountainous forested areas
which have a few small settlements the traveler will come upon a group of buildings which
obviously stem from stage coach times.

Illustration 1: Lodge and Barn
A large reddish-brown wooden house, a lodge is located on the spacious site. Next to
it is a building which without doubt was the Stage Line Barn which served as stable for the
stage coach horses. This building is from the year 1860 and is one of the oldest buildings in
the entire area. The lodge was built later, but is approximately 100 years old.

1

Originally appeared in German in Jaliresschrift 1997 der Vereini.gungjur Heimatkunde Suhrental (1997):
105-122, the annual publication of the Society of Local History. Suhrental. Switzerland; translated by
Cybille Zemitis.
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Illustration 2: The Lodge with the Place Name Kyburz.
What the travelers from Oberentfelden find especially fascinating is the area name
Kyburz. On the opposite side is located an old seemingly purposeless pavilion with the
inscription Kyburz Station, which served as waiting room for stage coach passengers.

Illustration 3: Kyburz Station from Stage Coach Times.
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The U.S. Post Office, Kyburz, located in the lodge, has its own zip code and serves the
surrounding communities.

Illustration 4: Postal Stamp from Kyburz.
The curious visitor from Switzerland wonders if the name of the settlement by chance
has any connection with citizens of the same name who lived in Oberentfelden for centuries.
Research has substantiated that an emigrating citizen of Oberentfelden named Kyburz was
responsible for the name. His emigration history is very well documented in civic records,
but has hitherto not been published in the open literature. The concise Kyburz Story follows:
On September 11, 1832, Samuel Kyburz, stonemason, born June 26, 1810 of old
Engelwirt went to the city council with his two brothers. He said he wished to emigrate to
America and asked for the release of his assets of 400 Swiss Franks.

Details of the

negotiations are listed in illustration 5.
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Appeared: Samuel Kyburz the old Engelwirt's of here, with his two brothers Jakob
and Daniel Kyburz. The former [Samuel] spoke and said that he planned to travel to America
in the very near future because he had a good opportunity at this time, with additional
comment, - at this time it was cheaper and better to travel than in spring and, in any case, he
had to leave because he could not make a living and was determined to make this trip. He
petitioned the city council to release 400 Francs from his assets. Following this request a
lengthy discussion ensued and the consequences, obstacles, and difficulties of such a trip for a
man of advanced age (sic) were discussed.

Kyburz was not deterred but asked again

repeatedly for permission to withdraw this amount from his assets in order to pay for the costs
of the voyage. At this repeated request the city council decided, with the consent of the two
brothers, that the sum of 350 Francs was to be released to him with the stipulation that he
choose an upright and reliable man as travel companion to whom the money was to be
entrusted. That person would have to be presented to the council. This decision had to be
submitted to the citizenry (community) for approval or rejection of the proposal.
Because Samuel Kyburz' and Johannes Matter's request had to be brought before the
general meeting of the commune [Gemeindeversammlung], a gathering took place on
Saturday, September 15 at 7:00 o'clock a. m.. It was announced that an unexcused absence
would bring a one day community work fine. On the same day, Saturday, September 15, the
city council wrote a beautifully handwritten letter - compared to the badly scribbled protocol
to the city council - to inform the cantonal executive of the decision of the commune and to
ask permission for the petitioners to emigrate:
The City Council of Oberentfelden to the Honorable Small Council of the Canton Aargau:
Highly Esteemed Sirs!
f

Samuel Kyburz, old Engelwirths and Johannes Matter, both from Oberentfelden have
appeared before this council with the request that each receive 400 Francs for their upcoming
trip to America. This request was presented on this day to the community for denial or
approval. It was decided that the requested sum be released for the stated purpose. Therefore
Samuel Kyburz and Johannes Matter ask permission that they be allowed to emigrate to
America.
Awaiting your answer,
Mayor Samuel Haberstich and Secretary Hafliger, dated
Oberentfelden, September 15, 1832.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol35/iss2/2
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Illustration 6: Letter of the City Council to the Cantonal Authority.
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Already on Monday, September 17 the answer of the cantonal authority reached the
district administrative officer [Bezirksamtmann] of Aarau· and gave permission to emigrate
and to prepare the necessary passports and documents.
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Illustration 7: Permission of the Cantonal Authority for Samuel Kyburz to
Emigrate
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For some unknown reason, maybe because he could not find that upright and reliable
man as travelling companion, his intended departure was delayed. In the meantime his father
also planned to emigrate to America. On March 31, 1833 father Daniel Kyburz, widower,
petitioned the city council for his emigration and asked for financial assistance, both of which
were granted.
After a difficult trip of about six weeks father Daniel with two sons, one of them
Samuel, and one of his daughters arrived in New York in September 1833. The family
traveled, like many other Swiss, to Wisconsin where they built a farm in Spring Prairie.
In 1840 Samuel married Rebecca Sophie Barben of Ohio who may have been of
Swiss ancestry. The new family moved to East Troy in the same state. There they heard of a
certain Captain Sutter who had begun to found a large colony on the Sacramento River in
California and who was seeking future emigrants in glowing words. In German-American
newspapers of St. Louis he extolled the healthy climate, the fertile soil of New Helvetia and
the possibilities opening for those who wished to work. Those promising prospects enticed
Samuel Kyburz to start the dangerous travel through endless prairies, unknown deserts and
over high mountains.
On April 2, 1846, Samuel left with his wife and the two children Samuel Elliot, four
years, and Sarah, two years old, on the way from Wisconsin to Independence, Missouri to
prepare for the long voyage. This locale was a small but very busy border town for emigrants
and business persons from and to Santa Fe in [New] Mexico, Oregon and California. In May,
thousands of emigrants traveled through Independence to prepare themselves for the long
overland journey in a covered wagon. Here parties organized in so-called emigration
companies and chose competent guides or captains necessary for survival. Such a company
could be comprised of 119 men, 59 women, 110 children, 700 cattle and 150 horses.
The family Kyburz with the father-in-law and the two grown sons of Barben prepared
and organized for the trip a covered wagon, a tent, oxen and cattle. They met a group of
three Swiss, among them Heinrich Lienhard from Bilten, Canton Glarus, with whom they
formed a group. After all preparations were completed, they left on April 28, 1846 and
traveled the established route to Indian Creek where they spent the first night. Here they met
other emigrants traveling West
A larger group was formed comprising 26 wagons; a captain was chosen who gave
precise directions and camp rules. It was decided that the first covered wagon was to bring up
the r~r the next day, therefore each wagon was only once at the head and once in the rear in
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26 days.

For the night the first 13 wagons were to form a semi circle on the right, the

following 13 were to close the circle on the left. In between a small opening was to be left for
passage. Inside the circle the animals were to be herded and in case of Indian attacks the
defense strategies organized.
Already one week later the Lienhard - Kyburz group separated from the large
emigrant train in order to travel independently and faster.

Soon they met Indians whose

territories they crossed such as the Shawnees, the Delawares and later 150 Pawnees with bow
and arrow who returned from a hunting trip. No animosities ~curred. On established routes
made passable by earlier emigrants, the staff of forts and fur hunters, the group traveled
approximately 24 kilometers per day.
After crossing the Kansas River on a ferry, they traveled northwest through Kansas
prairies where they saw large buffalo herds.

They forded the Little Blue River, as well as

other rivers in the ever more ascending mountains. In Fort Laramie, a trading post, they met
soldiers, Sioux Indians and fur traders. On July 17, 1846 they crossed the continental divide
at the South Pass of the Rocky Mountains and reached Fort Bridger in good spirits. Brisk
trade included Indian products like leather or moccasins for spirits, sugar and gun powder for
the hunters.

Kyburz was now captain of the train and remained so until the end of the

journey.
From Fort Bridger one habitually took the Fort Hall Route north to Oregon or
California. Most overland companies took this route. The Lienhard - Kyburz company and
a few other travelers were persuaded by one Captain Hastings to take an approximately
200-300 miles shortcut which skirted the South side of the great Salt Lake.

With his

leadership several companies formed one large one which was soon engaged to cut a new
path through thick wilderness. The great fear was approaching snow storms. They wanted to
cross the Great Salt Lake and the Sierra Nevada before the weather made such passage
impossible. Clearly Hastings talked them into this cut-off and also the staff of the Fort in
order to sell them the necessary equipment.
The detailed account by Lienhard of this new route and the hardships which ensued
lets one feel the superhuman .efforts needed to reach the final destination, New Helvetia. Here
is the condensed story. After crossing the Bear River, Hastings guided them through a narrow
canyon. There they spent many days cutting a path of approximately 20 kilometers through
thick forest and impenetrable brush. This canyon opened into the Weber River Valley. After a
few miles the valley narrows into an 8-kilometer long impassable gorge. The emigrants had
to prepare a path through the mountains and hoist the wagons over cliffs.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol35/iss2/2
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Illustration 8: The Travel Plan to California.
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Illustration 9: The Hastings Cut-off.
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After this rough passage the groups arrived at a very large lake with crystal-clear
water, the Great Salt Lake. They skirted the eastern and southern shores and started to cross
the approximately 100 kilometers through the feared salt desert. They set out with water and
fodder. During 4 days and 3 nights, with very little sleep and traveling through the stark and
deadly landscape, they were happy to emerge on August 19 and see green grass and to find
drinking water. They continued in a southwesterly direction over several passes. Because of
lack of attention by the tired guards, Indians stole several oxen. The emigrants followed the
Humboldt River to the Truckee River which had to be forded 27 times while the road was
ascending the Sierra Nevada. The ascent was extremely difficult. In the vicinity of the divide
they met another party who with the help of 20 teams of oxen hoisted the wagons, one by
one. Because the Lienhard group with 11 men and 9 teams of oxen was unable to hoist their
wagons, they emptied the wagons and carried all their belongings, piece by piece over the
divide.
On October 5 the first snow fell. With feverish haste they hurried along in order not
to share the fate which befell another emigrant party which they met several times along the
way. The so-called Donner Party, an emigrant group of approximately 90 persons, who were
also on their way to Sutter's Fort did not make it in time over the Sierra Nevada, were caught
in a terrible and seasonally early snowstorm, could not continue and lost half of their stock.
The Lienhard - Kyburz-Group arrived without problems at Sutter's Fort on the Sacramento
River after a trip of 4 months and 23 days, on October 23, 1846, healthy and cheerful and
after having conquered the Sierra Nevada. There they were heartily welcomed and taken in.
Before describing Samuel Kyburz and his family's new life one has to ask oneself
how and under what circumstances Johann August Sutter had arrived in California and how
he had obtained his property, a question not without interest. He was a colorful and
contradictory a personality as are the reports about his life. I am here describing the facts as
they are written by him in his New Helvetia _diary.
Determining Sutter's emigration was the bankruptcy of his business in Burgdorf.
When a criminal investigation against him was begun, he fled Switzerland leaving his wife and
children behind. In July 1834 he arrived in New York with the intention to settle and become
a farmer. Now started a five-year incredible journey with adventurous expeditions and with
different goals, but the ultimate aim was always to reach Alta California.
A direct route from the &st to the Spanish and then Mexican occupied regions was
not possible then. The Spanish in Mexico had established 21 missions, the northernmost in
the vicinity of San Francisco. These missions were founded to convert the Indians to the
Christian religion and to farming, animal husbandry and trades. Politically these regions were
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governed, both militarily and administratively, by Mexico.
annexed pueblos formed a welcome infrastructure.

•······-···· Sutters Reise1Neg
- - - - - - GrenuzwischenV.St&Mexiko
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The missions with the later
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Illustration 10: Sutter's Voyage via the Sandwich Islands to California.
Instead of traveling from St. Louis to Santa Fe and Mexico and from there to Alta
California as planned, Sutter let himself be talked into traveling to Oregon, where an extant
road would lead him to his goal. He arrived in Vancouver, the northernmost point on the
West Coast in October 1838, too late in the year to continue South before the arrival of
winter. The adventurer Sutter than had opportunity to travel in a brig, owned by the Hudson
Bay Company to the Sandwich Islands, today called Hawaii. His plan to get to California
faster did not materialize. Only in May 1839 did he have an opportunity to acquire a loaded
brig, which he had to sail to Sitka, Alaska. From there he subsequently had to sail the brig to
Yerba Buena, later called San Francisco. He arrived there on July 1, 1839. After a short side
trip to the Mexican governor in Monterey where he introduced himself, he returned to Yerba
Buena. One month later he sailed up the Sacramento River to the confluence of the
Sacramento and American Rivers to find land suitable for his goals: fertile soil, navigable
rivers but not too close to the Mexican garrisons. From the governor he received ca. 50,000
acres which are ca. 20,000 hectares which he immediately began to plant with the aid of some
loyal Kanakas which he brought from the Sandwich Islands and with the aid of resident
Indians. In 1841 Sutter fortified his settlement and created a large colony, which he named
New Helvetia. Animal husbandry and farming were his primary goals. A vineyard was

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2021
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established; a fishery, a lumber yard and a transportation system were added. The governor
rewarded Sutter with the military rank of general. The settling of so large a geographic area
was very much in the interest of the Mexicans.
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Illustration 11: Sutter's Fort
Into this new settlement burst without prior announcement the family Kyburz, and
Heinrich Lienhard. Sutter was glad to have enterprising fellow countrymen which he could.
entrust with confidential matters. In Samuel Kyburz he recognized immediately a reliable
and competent man, and Rebecca was most welcome as the first white woman in New Helvetia.
He immediately had two rooms added for their comfort in which are today located the offices
of the curator of the "Sutte~.s Fort and Museum". Kyburz was made supervisor of the fort. In
this capacity he had numerous tasks to fulfill which can be read in the diary which Sutter kept
in the years 1845 to May 25, 1848. He was administrator with responsibility over the keys to
the fort and as adjutant to Sutter he carried out the wishes and mandates of his employer. He
served as building inspector, chose the wood to be felled, he recovered with his employees lost
and stolen cattle, and he was in charge of new building sites. He was also in charge of
punishing recalcitrant Indians. He supervised the workers in the wheat fields and he was in
charge of buying and trading cattle. He supervised freight and he was a pilot and navigated
the Sacramento and San Joaquin Rivers and the great Bay of Yerba Buena.
Early in the year 1847 Sutter conducted several small expeditions in order to find
suitable sites for sawmills (with water-driven power for sawing wood for building material).

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol35/iss2/2
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The largest search party included forestry employees and several Indians. It was guided by
Kyburz who found a suitable site. This site was on the American River and it was suitable for
a sawmill. Building the sawmill was postponed because of political turmoil between Mexico
and the United States. On August 27, 1847 Sutter wrote in his diary: "Made a contract and
entered in partnership with Marshall for a sawmill to be built on the American Fork." This
contract specified that Sutter was responsible for all costs, workers, tools, teams, equipment
and food. Marshall was charged with delivering a fully functioning sawmill and he was to be
in full charge of said sawmill. Both partners were to receive equal halves of all the sawed
building materials. Verbally they agreed that the sawmill was to become the property of
Sutter, who was a Mexican citizen, should the Mexicans win the fight over California.
Conversely Marshall was to become the owner of the Sawmill should the United States win.
In both scenarios the profit was to be equally divided. Kyburz was present as witness.
Kyburz was directly involved in the building of the sawmill. He built the access road
of 80 km from the Fort to the sawmill.

He organized the equipment transports ~nd

supervised the construction. At the end of 1847 the sawmill was nearly completed. On
January 1, 1848 Sutter wrote in his diary: "Mr. Kyburz gave a dinner to all hands remaining
at the Fort." On January 28, 1848 Sutter wrote the momentous entry in his diary: "Mr.
Marshall arrived from the mountains on very important business." This important business
was the news of finding gold at Coloma, the site of the sawmill, and which was to be kept
secret.

Soon we will see the importance of this historic event, not only that the contract

between Sutter and Marshall was never implemented, but that the decline of the flourishing
New Helvetia was to begin. The presence of gold in the shallows of the river could not be
kept a secret for long.

Illustration 12: Reconstructed Sawmill in the California State Park in Coloma.
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The news of the gold discovery spread rapidly throughout California. In harbors,
entire crews abandoned ships: tradesmen, doctors, merchants, teachers and students, soldiers,
all abandoned their work and families in search of gold. Sutter~s employees joined miners
passing daily by the Fort. Fields were no longer cultivated, cattle and supplies were stolen.
The total decline, however came in 1849 after the gold discovery became known in the East
of the United States and the world and hundreds of thousands streamed to California.
Samuel Kyburz tried to profit also from these new developments without searching
for gold. On May 22, 1848 is listed one of the last entries in Sutters diary: "Mr. Kyburz left
my services and established a boarding house in the Vaquero home". For this house Kyburz
paid Sutter $500 rent each month. He offered passing miners room and board. In the Fort
businesses and traders established themselves and profited indirectly from the gold fever.
Why Kyburz, the faithful member of Sutter's staff, abandoned him can only be surmised.
The reason was probably the total collapse of the entire infrastructure of New Helvetia.

Illustration 14: The old Samuel Kyburz.
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However Kyburz was not successful as independent entrepreneur. On July 4, 1848,
the first national holiday of California under the Stars and Stripes, Sutter received the military
governor of California who wanted to see for himself the consequences of the gold discovery.
In spite of Sutter not feeling like celebrating, he organized a large ceremonial dinner
prepared by Kyburz. This was the last binding action by Kyburz.

His enterprise did not

succeed, probably because of the existing lack of laws. After he had lost his investments and
savings, he moved to San Francisco which had by now grown to a city. There, in November
1849 his wife gave birth to a daughter, Maria. Then he returned and worked as caretaker for
some time at Sutter's home in Hock, near the Fort. In June of 18.52, a son, Albert B. was born
there and in October 1854 son John Daniel was born.
After a further attempt to run a hotel and store, this time in Whiterock, the family
settled in Clarksville where they pursued a dairy farm and cattle breeding. Here Kyburz was
for many years a justice of the peace. In his later years he moved in with his son Albert to
Shingle Springs where he died on January 15, 1898 at the age of 87.

He was buried in

Folsom with Masonic honors. The newspaper "Mountain Democrat" of Placerville hon<;>red
Samuel Kyburz by calling him the "Pioneer of Pioneers" in the obituary. Since 1871 he also
was a member of the Society of Territorial Pioneers.
The above mentioned places are located in the Gold Rush country of 1849 on the
road leading to the Sierra Nevada where the locale Kyburz is located, described at the
beginning of this account. The locale is named after Samuel Kyburz, as we already know.
The Albert Burrows Kyburz, Samuels fifth child, purchased 120 acres after the death of his
father in what is now known as Cameron Park. In 1900, he traded the property plus $1500
for a hotel-resort near Siver Fork. This place, variously known as Sugarloaf, Slippery Ford,
and other names, became known as Kyburz when the U. S. Post Office wanted to rename it
when they established the first post office there. Albert became the first postmaster and
recommended that it be named in his father's memory. The resort remained in the family
until 1946 when, after it burned, Albert and Edna Kyburz moved back to Placerville. The
U.S. post office was opened in 1911. Striking coincidence: At the same time Arnold Kyburz
was postmaster in Oberentfelden, whose grandfather was a brother of the grandfather of
Albert Kyburz.

The common ancestor of Albert and Arnold Kyburz was their great-

grandfather Bernard Kyburz, making them second cousins.

Bernard was born 1734 in

Oberentfelden, married Anna Suter 1763, and died in Oberentfelden 1805. Albert was son of
Samuel, who was son of David, who was son of Bernard.

Likewise, Arnold was son of

Johannes, who was son of Hans Jacob, who was son of Bernard. For anyone interested, the
author has alf the relevant dates of birth, marriage, and death for the people named. Arnold's
son Johannes Arnold was also postmaster in Oberentfelden, so beyond doubt there were two
Kyburz postmasters in the US and Switzerland simultaneously, but unknown to each other.
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Illustration 16: Trading Post Fort Laramie in the early 1840s

Illustration 17: Emigrant Company on the Oregon Trail
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In Placerville, county seat of El Dorado, which was called "Hangtown" during the
Gold Rush, a great-great grandson of Samuel manages the "Kyburz Ski Hut & Sports" store."
For California-bound travelers from the Suhrental, it may be of interest to spend a few days in
Sacramento, at Sutter's Fort, in Old Sacramento and in the Mother Lode on routes 50 and 49
in the heart of the Gold Rush country and admire the daring exploits of the pioneers from
Oberentfelden. The author and quite a few other people from the original Kyburz country
have visited California to celebrate the 150th anniversary of the discovery of gold in Sutter' s
New Helvetia.

*

*
*
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Illustration 15: Current Road Map Showing the location of Kyburz
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